TorahQuest Covenant Grant Proposal: Narrative

a. statement of need for the proposed program

How fortunate are Jews who have heard about the idea that we were all present at Sinai. But how much more fortunate to actually have the experience of being there. The goal of the TorahQuest project is to give people the experience of standing at Sinai by empowering each person to find their unique voice as a commentator of the Torah. Each participant joins a web of other responses, past, present and future.

Jewish text study has traditionally been infused with a level of sacred chutzpah. Classical Torah commentaries have included such daring moves as: arguing with texts, questioning Biblical characters, challenging motives, debating, re-telling a story in a radically different way. This dynamism is the time machine that allows us all to be together for a shared experience of revelation outside of time and space.

How powerful to reveal this secret to a seventh grader!

TorahQuest sees each person as a wellspring of potential commentary. When participants are able to channel their reactions to text as creative responses, new sacred texts emerge. In the process, indifference becomes engagement and anger turns into tikkun.

We have an educational methodology that empowers and trains participants in creating commentary. We have successfully field-tested our methodology at teacher-training workshops, family education programs, and adult education events. These venues confirmed that the method works. But they are not adequate as a distribution mechanism. We are moving into a new stage of TorahQuest’s development.

b. description of the proposed program and how it will meet the need

In the Sabbath liturgy we say, “Give us our part in your Torah.” Most people don't know what part of the Torah is theirs. In this workshop participants are taught an exciting new method of eliciting creativity (from children and adults) in response to a Torah text. Learn how empowering children and adults to be Torah commentators creates ownership and positive Jewish self-esteem. This method integrates face-to-face study facilitated by a leader with independent, family-directed, Internet supported strategies for home.

Detailed description (adapted from CAJE grant application): With the funds from Covenant, we will pilot our interactive methods for Torah study and commentary in eight venues, including Jewish day schools, supplementary schools and summer camps. The participants will include an age range from third grade through high school, and there will also be opportunities for family participation, including on-site events and homework. We will:

· train Jewish educators to use the TorahQuest method in turning their students on to Torah.

· supervise teachers and counselors in their use of the TorahQuest method.

· collect feedback from educators and students/campers about their participation. 

· write a handbook for TorahQuest leaders, including specific lesson plans as well as general methodological approaches.

· facilitate posting of participant commentaries to the TorahQuest website and promote site visitors to respond to the posted commentaries.

· evaluate the program by surveying participants’ attitudes towards Jewish text study and Jewish identity before and after their participation in TorahQuest.

c. statement of the program’s objectives

· Expand the pool of TorahQuest practitioners through structured, supervised and evaluated pilot programs.

· Create an on-line knowledge base for practitioners so that they can learn from each other’s experiences and so that we can learn from them.

· Create interactive on-line database to collect and share commentary of participants: the 21st Century Torah Commentary doesn’t need to wait until the end of the pilots. This Torah wisdom collection starts now.

· Further development of curricula based on real experiences from our pilot classrooms: a curriculum developer will visit pilot classrooms, gather information and experiences, and create TorahQuest curricular materials.

· Organize conferences for current and potential practitioners.

The general objectives of the TorahQuest project are:

· to widely distribute a methodology of engagement with sacred sources that trains and empowers each person to be a commentator of the Torah. (When we say “commentary,” we mean: a creative response to a text. Formats include re-tellings, lists of questions, dramatic readings, illustrations, plastic arts, … you name it.)

· to build a Torah Commentary for the 21st Century by developing the tools for creating, collecting, cataloguing, sorting and distributing commentary (in a multitude of media).

The specific objectives for the 2003 Covenant grant are:

1. to field-test TorahQuest in 8 venues across a broad range of constituencies and institutions.

2. to develop training materials for broader application of these methods, using the experience of teachers participating in this pilot project.

We are working to distribute this methodology widely throughout the Jewish world. Specifically, our goals are:

· to have a group of people who use this methodology and who support each other and share (successes and best practices and lessons learned) with each other, thus creating a community of practitioners and furthering the development of this methodology. 

· To cross-fertilize the Jewish world with the creative commentaries of each of us

d. description of the plans for the evaluation of the program’s success in meeting its objectives


e. discussion of the applicant’s ability to complete the project successfully and commitment to it 

The Narrative should answer the following questions related to the conception and implementation of the proposed project:

Project Conception. (i) In what way does the proposed project represent an innovation in current practice? 

· Ask for students to teach us

· Meet people where they are, according to their own skills, interests, what speaks to them.

· Bring the world into the classroom and vice versa.

Does the area addressed affect other institutions or organizations involved in Jewish education? 

Yes!! We are creating and piloting it through JRF as a service  to the Jewish people. We will do the piloting through a selected number of institutions, but the pilot project’s effects will ripple out everywhere.

if the project is successful, are these other institutions and organizations likely to benefit from your experience in ways that would enable them to improve their own programs?

Yes! We are creating a tool/system/methodology/framework for all to use.

(ii) How does the proposed project relate to the overall activities of the institution or organization that will sponsor it?

JRF serves over 100 affiliated congregations, in part through its Education Department. Among the educational goals of the Recon movement is to “explore Torah as the ongoing, creative and sacred search for meaning in life” (ed dept brochure).

How will the project change that organization or institution? Although it is not possible to foresee all areas of change, some changes should be anticipated and described in your proposal. 

JRF will get both the satisfaction/fulfillment and the kavod/recognition from supporting the development of a resource for the entire Jewish people to connect with each other’s Torah teaching and to Torah generally.

While TorahQuest will be available to all, it will probably be most popular/present in Recon congregations, who will have some earlier/better access and publicity about TorahQuest.

Project Implementation. What specifically will be done during the course of the project and will do it?

See timeline. Teachers will learn how to lead sessions of interactive text study and commentary, and how to put commentaries onto our web. Classes will study-create-share. Curriculum developer will visit classes, develop materials. Shai will supervise, visit, consult. Ilana will write, consult. Evaluator will interview, write.

What will it cost to carry out the project?

See budget. $395,250 over 3 years.

How will you assess the project while it is underway?

· Number of participants, hours.

· Reports, reflective essays of teachers.

· Number and quality of responses to commentaries on-line.

· Visits to classes.

What methods of record-keeping and documentation will you employ?

· All commentaries go into our database and web of commentary

· ??

How will you determine that the project has met its goals at the end of the project?

??

What will it cost to evaluate the project? Who will evaluate it? What are the qualifications of the evaluator(s)?

??
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